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Diversity is important. We live in a global world that is massively 
interconnected, leading to better performance for more diverse 
companies.1 When recruiting, it is crucial to find employees with the 
necessary abilities as well as ones who are a good fit for the position 
and organisation. Organisational culture-fit does not mean that 
each employee looks, acts and thinks the same, but rather that their 
work goals and values align with those of each other, and with the 
organisation.2 It is important to maintain a fair process which ensures 
the best candidates are hired based on their abilities and organisational 
fit. 

Diverse workplaces have been proven to lead to a more profitable 
working environment, as well as a happier and more innovative 
workforce. A key way to develop diversity within the workplace is 
to work on the talent pipeline: attracting, developing, mentoring 
and retaining the next generation of global leaders at all levels of the 
organisation.3

Companies need to be aware that diversity is not the same as 
inclusion. Employers and organisations need to give the same level of 
development opportunities, and potential of promotion, to all their 
employees to maintain an inclusive environment.

1 Lorenzo and Reeves, “How and Where Diversity Drives Financial Performance”.
2 de Sousa and Porto, ““Happiness at Work,” 211-220
3 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.

The importance of fair recruiting and a diverse 
work place
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Genuine diversity helps to build a stronger brand and create a positive 
reputation, making the company a more interesting and desirable 
employer. In supporting and encouraging employees to develop and 
build professional connections, employers can attract and retain 
talents. Employing people from different cultures and backgrounds can 
help you to compete internationally and provide enhanced customer 
support.  A diverse workforce can optimise an organisation’s ability to 
meet the needs of different markets and increase its global presence.7

Employee turnover costs will be reduced if people feel comfortable, 
valued and happy in a workplace with an ethical culture.

Diversity benefits in performance
People with different lifestyles and backgrounds challenge each other 
more than people with the same experiences.8 The most innovative 
teams have disagreements and discussion, sometimes even conflict, that 
can generate the creative friction necessary to produce breakthroughs.9  

In a multi-country diversity study, less than 40% of the organisations 
studied created conditions that enabled diversity, including fair 
employment practices (such as equal pay), participative leadership, top 
management support for diversity, and open communication practices. 
Companies that had these practices in place had better diversity scores, 
and as a result, better innovation performance compared to the others. 
This strongly suggests that diversity represents significant earning 
potential for most companies. In total, the presence of these enabling 
factors can create up to a 12.9% increase in innovation revenue.10

Another study of 366 organisations revealed that companies in the 
top quartile for gender diversity were 15 percent more likely to have 
financial returns that were above their national industry median, 
and the companies in the top quartile for racial/ethnic diversity were 
35 percent more likely to have financial returns above their national 

7 Law at Work, “The Benefits of Diversity in the Workplace”.
8 Groysberg and Connolly, “Great Leaders Who Make the Mix Work,” 68-76.
9 Leonardi and Contractor, “Better People Analytics,” 70-81.
10 Lorenzo and Reeves, “How and Where Diversity Drives Financial Performance”.

Benefits of a diverse workforce
Diversity has a positive impact on many aspects of an organisation’s 
performance. It can help attract skilled individual employees and 
develop the organisation. Diversity in the workplace acknowledges 
that every person can contribute with different ideas and solutions.4 By 
working together towards a common goal using different sets of skills, 
diversity can help increase productivity and deliver better results by 
encouraging creativity and problem-solving. An example of the benefit 
this can have is that gender-diverse companies are 21% more likely to 
outperform their less diverse counterparts, and ethnically diverse 
companies are 33% more likely to do the same.5

Diversity management helps to:

Figure 1. Diversity Matters6

4 Sokolova, “Why Diversity Is Important In Organisations?”
5 McKay, “How Competencies Can Help You Build a More Diverse Workforce”
6 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.
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Direct discrimination involves treating someone less favourably 
because of their ethnic group or gender, and it is usually deliberate. 

Indirect discrimination occurs when an employer applies a 
condition or requirement to applicants (such as obtaining a score above 
a particular point on a test) and this requirement is such that one group 
(defined by gender or race) finds it considerably harder to meet the 
requirement. This is known as adverse impact and is often unintended.

How can unfair discrimination be recognised?
The main sign that an assessment or exercise may be discriminating 
unfairly is a large difference in performance for two distinct groups, 
such as between males and females. To ensure that a procedure is 
not causing a disproportionately large number of a specific gender 
or racial group to be rejected, the results need to be monitored and 
reviewed. When there are different pass rates for members of different 
groups, the relationship between scores and job performance should 
be explored. If the scores do not relate to job performance, the use of 
the method or exercise could be classed as unfair discrimination, or 
even unlawful. However, if validation shows the use of the technique 
is helping to select better quality people then the difference in selection 
rates for the groups can probably be justified.

Research has shown that the interpretation of assessment scores 
and exercises, and how they are used, is as crucial to the avoidance 
of unlawful discrimination as the actual content of the activity 
itself. It should be noted that the employer with an active equal 
opportunity policy may still be concerned with finding ways to reduce 
discrimination and promote fairness. Increasing the number of criteria 
measured, and providing adequate preparation and targeted training, 
can all contribute to reducing performance differences between 
groups.14

14 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.

industry median (Figure 2). This correlation indicates that companies 
that commit to diverse leadership are more successful. The existence 
of the relationship is statistically significant and consistently present 
in the data.11

Figure 2. How diversity correlated with better financial performance12

Discrimination
While candidate selection is all about discrimination between 
applicants, there is a considerable difference between fair and unfair 
discrimination. Fair discrimination distinguishes between applicants 
based on their abilities and aptitudes that are related to job performance 
through assessments or relevant biodata such as right to work. Unfair 
discrimination is when candidates are discriminated against due to 
factors that are not based on relevant standards, or when the method 
of assessing is particularly unreliable. 

The United Kingdom’s Equality Act defines different forms of unfair 
discrimination13:

11 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.

12 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.

13 Parliament of the United Kingdom, Equality Act 2010.
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Diversity increases employee satisfaction and fosters positive attitudes 
and behaviours in the workplace. Workplace diversity increases job 
and life satisfaction for women and members of other minority groups, 
provided the workforce is diverse enough.

Ensuring fairness in assessment centres
Behavioural indicators for successful performance are the building 
blocks for the design of an Assessment Centre. These should be 
defined with a careful job analysis study and should accurately reflect 
the behaviours required to perform the given job. If the identification 
of key performance competencies through a job analysis is based 
on existing employees, particularly when the position is a senior 
management one where the proportions of minority candidates are 
likely to be very small, there is a risk that it could be disproportionately 
reflecting existing biases. 

It is important to work to counteract this type of bias to create a more 
accurate picture of the job and to avoid working with criteria which 
will tend to discriminate against certain groups. Where at all possible, 
establish a balanced sample of existing job holders on which to conduct 
the job analysis study

Testing people with disabilities
It is essential, and a legal requirement, not to let the recruitment 
procedure hinder the employment of people with disabilities who 
have appropriate skills to do the job.  In addition to ensuring that 
relevant measures are used appropriately, some disabled people may 
have difficulty with the mode of administration of a test or some other 
aspect of the selection procedure. Because of a disability, a candidate 
may perform the job differently which can require changes to the skills 
needed for the role and how they are measured, for example a deaf 
person may communicate with others using a minicom rather than a 
standard telephone. This requires some typic skill, rather than a clear 
speaking voice.

Recruiting with fairness and creating a diverse workforce
By recruiting a diverse employee workforce, there will likely be an 
increase in creativity and innovation because workers from different 
backgrounds will approach problems and projects in different ways. 
The first step in recruiting for diversity is to attract a wide range of 
applicants. This can mean extending your sourcing strategy and 
building your employer brand. If applications are open and accessible 
to a broader talent pool, not just a select few people, recruiters can be 
confident that they are hiring the top talent. 

Ensuring applicants are treated impartially during the hiring process is 
essential when recruiting, to both comply with legal requirements and 
to benefit the organisation. Fair assessments focus on the requirements 
of the job and testing the relevant attributes of the applicant, thereby 
removing human biases. When going through a fair application 
process, applicants will know that they’ve been hired based on their 
aptitude and are less likely to have negative feelings towards the 
organisation if they do not get hired.

If there is a diverse panel of people working on a project, objections 
and alternatives can be explored more efficiently and in different ways, 
which leads to well-thought-out solutions that can be readily and 
confidently adopted. Research indicates that the presence of women 
and minority members on a leadership team enhances problem-solving 
in the same way, since they add new perspectives.15 A team that reflects 
the key decision-makers, in terms of an organisation’s products and 
services, will have a better understanding of their market behaviour 
and how to adjust it to the benefit of their company. Diversity helps 
companies react more effectively to market shifts and new customer 
needs.16

15 Page, The Difference.

16 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.
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out of decision making. By incorporating behavioural principles in the 
organisation, such as through the design of diversity programmes and 
development of values, biases can be minimised. Diversity programs 
seek to increase levels of diversity and can highlight unconscious 
bias.20 Removing bias can lead to increased employee engagement. 
Behaviours do however, need to come from the top down, especially 
with diversity programs, as the management behaviour most likely to 
affect engagement is demonstrating a strong commitment to diversity.21  

Key steps for successful diversity programs

Figure 3. Key steps for successful diversity programs22

One approach to reduce bias in recruitment is to define scoring criteria 
for each candidate and use an algorithm rather than human judgement 
to make decisions based on the requirements.  Another technique is 
to nominate an individual to act as devil’s advocate and challenge 
assumptions, such as implicit stereotypes, behind decisions. Several 

20 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.

21 Gallup, State of the Global Workplace.

22 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.

Ethics and Bias
Recruiters need to hire from a diverse pool for a diverse workforce; 
however, it is essential to hire the person most qualified for the 
position regardless of diversity requirements. Hiring decisions 
made in an environment that values diversity may create tension 
between an organisation’s diversity goals and equal employment  
opportunity guidelines.

Underlying reasons for bias 
Research in cognitive psychology and behavioural economics over 
the past 40 years has established that human behaviour is heavily 
influenced by subconscious, instinctive, and emotional responses, 
rather than being under the exclusive control of rational, deliberate 
thinking.17 This can lead to unintended biases that are not accounted 
for during the selection process.

Implicit stereotypes: or “subconscious bias” is the association of 
people or groups with certain traits or activities, such as men with 
science and mathematics and women with arts and languages. Without 
being aware of it, these associations can powerfully influence decisions 
such as which candidate to hire.18

Ingroup favouritism: is a preference for people who are like us, so 
that an individual might choose to work with someone of the same 
nationality, gender, and race. 

Outgroup bias: is the tendency for an individual to think that the 
group of people they belong to (their ingroup) is more diverse, while 
an “outgroup” is made up of members who appear alike or even 
interchangeable.19

Removing bias
Biases can be removed or minimised by training and educating 
people, as well as by adjusting organisational processes to take bias 

17 Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow.

18 Nosek et al., “Math = male, me = female, therefore math ≠ me,” 44-59
19 Plous, Understanding Prejudice and Discrimination. 
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or indirect discrimination. When blind auditions were used for 
orchestras, the percentage of females hired increased from 5 percent to 
25 percent.27 From Fortune 500 companies through to start-ups, many 
firms currently have women assuming only 5% of leadership roles28, it 
seems that a ‘blind audition’ screening method is needed across the 
workforce. If AI systems are designed and implemented well, they can 
be the ultimate tool to create the kind of selection blindness that is 
necessary.

These technical solutions can help people with more diverse 
backgrounds get their foot in the door, but it is necessary to also 
maintain fairer hiring policies and human resource practices so that the 
same fairness is devoted to promotions and development opportunities 
for diverse employees. The potential for artificial intelligence systems 
to promote equality and reduce bias in the recruitment process is 
profound. 

Case Study
It is important that an assessment method for recruitment or 
development won’t disadvantage demographic groups, such as those 
separated by gender or ethnicity. Talegent assessed the adverse impact 
of the PATH Cognitive & Personality assessments for recruitment 
with a large-scale equality analysis (n=6,888 to date), investigating the 
mean differences between protected groups and minority groups. 

The study found that there were no overall differences between 
males and females. Most competencies assessed showed trivial 
differences between males and females, which suggests that there 
are no meaningful differences between the male and female samples. 
Four competencies showed differences, and of those, only one may 
potentially adversely impact females during recruitment when assessed 
in isolation.

27 Goldin and Rouse, “Orchestrating Impartiality,” 715-741
28 Polli, “Can AI make your company more diverse?”

studies have shown that this approach leads to better decisions.23  A 
similar approach to this is creating a decision challenge team which 
can challenge assumptions behind decisions around the organisation.

Successful diversity programmes have clear objectives and are led 
from the top. They should encourage involvement from the wider 
organisation and have the infrastructure to actively manage against 
targets to hold individuals accountable for outcomes.24

Artificial Intelligence (AI)
While removing bias from a human is close to impossible, it is possible 
to remove them from an algorithm. The output of algorithms can be 
trained to be replicable and can be pre-tested to be bias-free.25

It is important to acknowledge that artificially intelligent systems are 
not fool proof. As people design them, there is room for them to learn 
unconscious biases if not tested correctly. For example, if the system is 
trained on a data set of employees that could be the result of prejudice, 
the resulting AI decisions will reflect the existing biases. By training 
and testing the artificially intelligent technology, the algorithm can be 
adjusted to account for these biases before assessment.26

The goal is to give all applicants an equal chance at being considered for 
a job regardless of their gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic background, 
or other potentially discriminating factors.

How AI can help
Artificial technology can be utilised in the initial stages of an 
application. In testing a candidate on their ability to solve job-related 
tasks, an AI system can select the top performing candidates to 
progress to interview or the second round of assessments. This works 
very similar to the blind-screening methods that assist with avoiding 
bias in selection methods like interview, whether it is a result of direct 

23 Hartwig, “Facilitating Problem Solving,” 17-31
24 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.

25 Polli, “Can AI make your company more diverse?”
26 Tugend, “The Commonality of A.I. and Diversity”. 



- 49 -- 48 -

The study found that there were no overall differences between 
European and New Zealand Māori. Most competencies assessed 
showed trivial differences between European and New Zealand Māori, 
which suggests that there is no meaningful difference between the 
European and New Zealand Māori samples. Three competencies may 
potentially adversely impact New Zealand Māori during recruitment 
when assessed in isolation.

The study found that there were small differences between European 
and Polynesian samples. Most competencies assessed showed trivial 
differences between European and Polynesian, which suggests that 
there are no meaningful differences between the European and 
Polynesian samples. Seven competencies showed differences, but of 
those, 4 of them were in favour of the Polynesian applicants. Overall 
Polynesian applicants are unlikely to be adversely impacted with the 
use of the assessment for recruiting. 

Results reinforce that assessment is fair to all demographics when part 
of a robust recruitment process. There are no differences between 
demographics (such as NZ Māori and Polynesian) and the assessment is 
working fairly for NZ Māori . There was no systematic score difference 
between males and females, or European and New Zealand Māori 
applicants. 

Diversity and Inclusion
It should come as no surprise that more diverse companies and 
institutions are achieving better performance. It is also suggested that 
diversity beyond gender and ethnicity, such as diversity of experience, 
is likely to bring competitive advantage for firms that are able to attract 
and retain such diverse talent.29

29 Hunt et al., Diversity Matters.
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Key Points
• Diverse workplaces lead to a more profitable working 

environment, as well as a happier and more innovative 
workforce.

• The first step in recruiting for a diverse workforce is to 
attract a wide range of applicants.

• Successful diversity programmes have clear objectives 
and are led from the top leadership team. 

• Algorithms can be designed to be bias-free to assist with 
recruiting and assessing candidates. 

• Organisations need to give the same level of development 
opportunities, and potential of promotion, to all their 
employees to maintain an inclusive environment. 

While companies should set targets, goals, and incentives, as a way to 
foster a more diverse workforce, they shouldn’t be used in isolation. 
To be truly diverse and inclusive, a company must change its culture, 
and that must come from the top down.30 Values and goals should 
be upheld by management, through policies and actions, and visible 
in top-level leaders.31 Aligning formal values with actual practices 
in diversity is critical in promoting ethics and integrity behind pure 
diversity goals. Given the increasing returns that diversity is expected 
to bring, it is better to develop a diverse workforce now, as those who 
don’t will fall behind.

30 Tugend, “The Commonality of A.I. and Diversity”.
31 Fichter, “Do the Right Thing,” 69-84.
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